Synoptic conditions of daily changes in the snow cover depth by ≥ 5 cm were analyzed. Negative pressure anomalies appear over the North Atlantic and Scandinavia, which means low pressure systems moving over Europe along a northerly path. At the same time, positive pressure anomalies appear over the Mediterranean, indicating the expansion of the Azorean High. Such distribution of anomalies increases the horizontal baric gradient, which results in the intensif cation of the western and south western f ow and stronger than usual winds from the SW quadrant. Transport of warm and humid air masses from the south-west brings about thawconducive conditions in central Europe: an increase in temperature and a considerable increase in the content of precipitable water, which means abundant precipitation. Different circulation types favorable for intense thawing were distinguished using the method of the hierarchical grouping. Two of them are characterized by the presence of deep and widespread cyclonal systems located north, north-west or west of the researched area. Less frequently, the decrease in the depth of snow cover occurs in the presence of the high located west over the Atlantic Ocean, which brings air masses from the north western direction. Such situations occur most frequently towards the end of winter.
Introduction
Snow is not a permanent winter phenomenon in the lowland areas of central Europe. This region is described as an 'active' area of snow cover occurrence (FREI, 1997; CLARK et al., 1999) , which means that the probability of appearance of snow in the winter months (DecemberMarch) ranges from 10 to 90 %. Snow may appear and disappear a few times during the winter, while its presence is conditioned by temperature, humidity and -indirectly -atmospheric circulation (FALARZ, 2002 (FALARZ, , 2007 .
Abundant snowfalls and the rapid thawing of snow are of considerable economic importance. Snowstorms lead to transport interruptions, and can even paralyze the functioning of entire economic regions -with the events of the last winters (2009/2010 and 2010/2011) being good examples -while the following intense thaws can lead to f oods. For this reason, the occurrence of snow cover arouses interest, and has been studied on various spatial and temporal scales. The conditions of occurrence of heavy snowfalls over the eastern coast of Sweden have been analyzed by ANDERSSON and NILSSON, (1990) and ANDERSSON and GUSTAFS-SON (1993) . SPREITZHOFER (1999a SPREITZHOFER ( , 1999b has developed a synoptic classif cation of snowfalls in Austria, while BEDNORZ (2008 BEDNORZ ( , 2009b The snow cover is important from the hydrological point of view as a signif cant element of the water balance affecting river f ow regimes. From a hydrological standpoint, the most important phase is snow thawing and releasing of water resources retained during winter. From a climatological standpoint, the process of snow thawing impacts the thermal balance of the surface, by absorbing enormous quantities of latent heat, while the simultaneous decrease in albedo following the thawing of snow may lead to a rapid spring increase in temperature (GROISMAN et al., 1994) . Despite the signifcance of the problem, there are not many climatological studies concerning the process of disappearance of the snow cover in Poland and Europe (PARCZEWSKI, 1960; KUPCZYK, 1968; DUBICKI, 1973; MRUGAŁA, 1987; NOWOSAD 1992) .
Processes of snow metamorphism, including melting, depend on the prevailing thermal and meteorological conditions (JORDAN et al., 2008) . Therefore, the objective of the present study is to determine the synoptic conditions causing intense thawing in lowland Poland, which f nds expression in a decrease in the depth of snow cover by at least 5 cm per day. The baric situations favorable for thaws, described in the previous study by BEDNORZ (2009b) 
